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Introduction {#sec001}
============

Early development of the mammalian cerebral cortex is a dynamic and complex process. Neural progenitors undergo symmetric and asymmetric division to expand the progenitor population at the ventricular zone and subventricular zone at embryonic stages \[[@pone.0125608.ref001]--[@pone.0125608.ref007]\]. Neural progenitors then differentiate into distinct types of neurons that migrate into the cortical plate at the perinatal stage \[[@pone.0125608.ref008],[@pone.0125608.ref009]\]. This developmental process requires precise protein expression in different cells in a temporal manner. The dynamic changes of protein expression profiles in the cortex at different developing stages are not well understood.

The technique development of tandem mass spectrometry (MS/MS) has made high throughput proteomic analysis possible to reveal cell type- and tissue-specific protein expression profiles \[[@pone.0125608.ref010]\]. The protein, as the final product of a corresponding gene, excels its function and controls behaviors of cells. Thus, levels of protein expression in the cortex are crucial for controlling proliferation and differentiation of neural progenitors. Proteomics can be used to quantify overall protein expression levels in specific tissues, identify differentially expressed proteins and ultimately reveal protein expression signatures.

Previous reports have attempted to perform brain proteomic profiles mainly using two-dimensional electrophoresis-based technology \[[@pone.0125608.ref011]--[@pone.0125608.ref016]\]. Systemic evaluation of proteomes of the developing mouse cortex has not yet been well studied. In this study, to identify protein expression profiles in the developing mouse cortex, we quantified protein expression levels in cortices at embryonic day 13.5 (E13.5), E15.5 and postnatal day 1 (P1) using MS/MS. We found that the protein expression signatures reflect features of temporal development of the cortex. Bioinformatics tools further revealed differentially expressed proteins in cortices at different stages and identified interaction networks of proteins. Our proteome report of developing mouse cortices has revealed the signature of protein profiles in the cortex at different developmental stages and provided novel protein interaction networks for further understanding the brain function.

Materials and Methods {#sec002}
=====================

Proteomic sample preparation and processing {#sec003}
-------------------------------------------

The dorsal cortical regions from brains of C57/BL6 mice (Charles River) at E13.5, E15.5 and P1 were dissected. At each developmental stage, protein extraction from 3 brains were pooled, 9 brains were used for 3 runs. Totally 27 brains were used for all three stages. Cortical tissues were washed twice with cold PBS and homogenized in homogenization buffer \[15 mM Tris-HCl (pH 7.7), 0.5 mM PMSF, 0.25 M sucrose, 15 mM NaCl, 1.5 mM MgCl2, 2.5 mM EDTA (pH 8.0), 1 mM EGTA (pH 8.0), 25 mM NaF, 2 mM NaPPi, Protease inhibitor Cocktail Complete (Roche)\]. For each stage per experiment, 50 μg of total protein were transferred into proteomics buffer \[20 mM Tris-HCl (pH 8.0), 6 M urea, 2 M thiourea, 4% CHAPS, 1 mM EDTA (pH 8.0), 1 mM PMSF, Protease inhibitor Cocktail Complete, 0.2 mM Na3VO4, 1 mM NaF\] and fractionated by SDS-PAGE. Protein gels were stained with Coomassie Blue (PIERCE) for 24 h. Gel fragments were cut and subjected to trypsin digestion. The resultant peptides were analyzed using liquid-chromatography (LC)-tandem mass spectrometry (MS/MS). In detail, gel slices were cut along the entire length of the gel, chopped into 12 sections. Each section was reduced with 10 mM dithiothreitol (Calbiochem, San. Diego, CA) and alkylated with 100 mM iodoacetamide (Sigma, St Louis, MO). Gel digestion was performed with the sequence grade modified trypsin (Promega, Fitchburg, WI) in 50 mM ammonium bicarbonate at 37°C overnight. The peptides were extracted twice with 1% trifluoroacetic acid in 50% acetonitrile aqueous solution for 30 min, according to published protocols \[[@pone.0125608.ref017]\].

For LC-MS/MS analysis, each digestion product was separated by a 60 min gradient elution at a flow rate of 250 nl/min with a Dionex capillary/nano-HPLC system and analyzed by a QSTAR XL mass spectrometer (Applied Biosystems) using information-dependent, automated data acquisition. The analytical column was a homemade 75 μm i.d. x 15 cm reversed-phase C-18 resin (300 Å, 5 μm, Varian, Lexington, MA) column. Mobile phase A consisted of 0.1% formic acid, and mobile phase B consisted of 100% acetonitrile and 0.1% formic acid. The gradients for solvent B increased from 0% to 55% in 30 min and then from 55% to 80% in 10 min. BioWorks 3.3.1 (Thermo-Fisher, San Jose, CA) was used to convert the MS/MS spectra of each LC-MS/MS run from RAW file to DTA file. The DTA files were searched against the mouse IPI database using an in-house Mascot searching algorithm. The search parameters were as following: maximum of 1 missed trypsin cleavages, cysteine carbamidomethylation as the fixed modification, methionine oxidation as the variable modification. The maximum error tolerance was 1 Da for MS/MS. When the Mascot score was more than 35, proteins were designated as "hits". When several proteins matched the same sets of peptides, only the protein with the greater percentage of coverage was selected.

The "protein score" and "protein matches" were acquired by MS/MS report. The protein score indicates the combined scores of all recorded mass spectra which can be matched to amino acid sequences within that protein. A higher score reflects a more confident match. The protein matches, indicating the count of interpretable MS/MS spectra per protein, were used to quantify protein hits, and this number of peptides identified for each protein is largely proportional to the quantity of the protein in the sample.

Ethics Statement {#sec004}
----------------

Animal use was overseen by the Animal Facility and approved by the IACUC (protocol number: 2011--0062) at the Weill Cornell Medical College.

Proteomic data analyses {#sec005}
-----------------------

Because the proteomic data may be derived from different amounts of original proteins, or processed at different times, these data were normalized prior further analyses to reduce biased results. The trimmed mean normalization was used, because it is more robust to resist the outlier of the data, compared to the mean normalization. Four percent trimmed mean was used to normalize the data and the trimmed mean of 100 was set for each sample. In detail, we normalized the value of each sample by removing top and bottom 2% values, calculated the mean of the remaining values, divided each value in a sample by the trimmed mean and multiplied them by 100. After normalization, the remaining "0" value was assigned to a small value 1 to facilitate subsequent data comparison. The normalized value was log2-transformed and was used as the protein expression value for further analysis. After log2-transformation, upregulated and downregulated proteins were recognized as changing of expression by the same amplification. To show the frequency distribution of identified proteins by MS/MS, these proteins were assigned into different bins (from \< -2 to \> 8) by their protein expression value. The number of protein ID in each bin was summed as the frequency of this bin. To show the proportional frequency distribution of identified proteins by MS/MS, these proteins were assigned into different bins (from \< -2 to \> 8) by their protein expression value, and the number of protein ID in each bin divided by the number of the total protein ID was summed as the proportional frequency of this bin.

Hierarchical clustering analysis was conducted by R 2.15.2. The log2-transformed value of each protein, e.g. the protein expression value of this protein, was used for the differential expression analysis. Differentially expressed proteins between developmental stages were identified by comparing protein expression values of each protein between these two stages. The statistical significance was defined as *P* \< 0.05 of Student's *t* test.

Protein functional pathway analyses {#sec006}
-----------------------------------

Functional analyses were performed using Database for Annotation, Visualization and Integrated Discovery (DAVID, <http://david.abcc.ncifcrf.gov/home.jsp>). The list of differentially expressed proteins between E13.5 and E15.5, or E13.5 and P1 was uploaded and analyzed using the default settings of EASE *P* value \< 0.1. The whole mouse genome was used as a background list as used in other brain proteomic studies \[[@pone.0125608.ref016]\]. Proteins in the list were annotated by the biological process, cellular component, and molecular function of the Gene Ontology (GO) and the KEGG canonical pathway database. The functional association network of differentially expressed proteins was constructed by STRING, a database of known and predicted interactions, including direct physical interactions and indirect functional interactions (<http://string-db.org/>).

Results {#sec007}
=======

Generating protein expression profiles in the developing mouse cerebral cortex {#sec008}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the developing cerebral cortex, proliferation and differentiation of neural progenitors require rapid protein synthesis. To reveal what proteins are highly expressed at different developmental stages, we generated protein expression profiles in the mouse cerebral cortex. Total proteins from the dorsal cortical region of mouse brains were extracted at E13.5, E15.5 and P1. Protein expression was analyzed by MS/MS ([Fig 1A](#pone.0125608.g001){ref-type="fig"}). To identify proteins with significant cortical expression levels, the 'protein score' with the threshold \> 35 was applied. As a result, 1351, 1380, and 1327 proteins were identified in E13.5, E15.5 and P1 cortices, respectively ([Fig 1A](#pone.0125608.g001){ref-type="fig"}). In total, 1966 proteins were detected in E13.5 and E15.5 cortices, and 2011 proteins detected in E13.5 and P1 cortices, and 2460 proteins detected in cortices of all three stages ([S1 Table](#pone.0125608.s003){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Among 2460 proteins, 534 proteins were found in all three stages, suggesting that they may play a conserved role in cortical development ([Fig 1B](#pone.0125608.g001){ref-type="fig"}). There were 765 proteins found in both cortices of E13.5 and E15.5, 667 proteins in both cortices of E13.5 and P1, and 700 in both cortices of E15.5 and P1 ([Fig 1B](#pone.0125608.g001){ref-type="fig"}). There were more proteins detected in both cortices of E13.5 and E15.5 than those of E13.5 and P1, indicating a higher similarity of protein expression profile in embryonic cortices than postnatal cortices. Moreover, cortices of E15.5, compared to those of E13.5, shared more proteins with cortices of P1, suggesting a temporal regulation of the protein expression along the process of cortical development.

![Generate protein expression profiles of the developing mouse cerebral cortex using tandem mass spectrometry (MS/MS).\
(A) A flow chart showing protein identification process using MS/MS. Protein expression was analyzed by MS/MS. To identify proteins with significant expression levels in the cortex, the 'protein score' with the threshold \> 35 was applied. As a result, 1351, 1380, and 1327 proteins were identified in cortices at E13.5, E15.5 and P1, respectively. (B) Diagram summarizing the pattern of proteins found in mouse cortices at three developmental stages. Each sphere indicates proteins expressed at one stage. The overlapping part of the spheres indicates proteins identified at both stages. The numbers of proteins identified are labeled accordingly. (C) Frequency distribution of identified proteins by MS/MS. Identified proteins by MS/MS were assigned into different bins (from \< -2 to \> 8) by their protein expression value (see details in [Materials and Methods](#sec002){ref-type="sec"} for the definition of protein expression value). Briefly, protein matches were normalized and log2-transformed to generate protein expression value. The number of protein ID in each bin was summed as the frequency of this bin. (D) Proportional frequency distribution of identified proteins by MS/MS. Identified proteins by MS/MS were assigned into different bins by their protein expression value and the number of protein ID in each bin divided by the number of the total protein ID was summed as the proportional frequency of this bin.](pone.0125608.g001){#pone.0125608.g001}

Proteomic profiles reflect features of embryonic and postnatal cortices {#sec009}
-----------------------------------------------------------------------

To quantify protein expression levels detected by MS/MS, 'protein matches' were used, and the values of protein matches were normalized and log2-transformed (see details in [Materials and Methods](#sec002){ref-type="sec"}). Patterns of the frequency distribution and proportional frequency distribution of values of protein expression were similar at each stage, suggesting that protein expression levels are comparable among three stages ([Fig 1C and 1D](#pone.0125608.g001){ref-type="fig"}).

Furthermore, a hierarchical tree was generated by the "hclust" function in R based on the values of protein expression among samples. Samples with similar protein expression patterns were grouped together and were linked by a series of branches of a clustering tree. Proteins detected in cortices of E13.5 and E15.5 were clustered into the same branch, which further indicating that the proteomic profiles are similar between the embryonic stages, compared to those between the embryonic-postnatal stages ([S1 Fig](#pone.0125608.s001){ref-type="supplementary-material"}).

We next detected differentially expressed proteins, which are either significantly highly expressed or are only detected, at one developmental stage, by comparing values of protein expression between two stages. Among 1966 proteins that were detected in cortices at either E13.5 or E15.5, 39 proteins (2%) were differentially expressed; and among 2011 proteins detected in cortices at either E13.5 or P1, 71 proteins (3.5%) were differentially expressed ([Fig 2](#pone.0125608.g002){ref-type="fig"} and [S2 Table](#pone.0125608.s004){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Our results indicate a more similar proteomic profile between embryonic stages than that between the embryonic-postnatal stages.

![Hierarchical clustering for differentially expressed proteins in cortices at three stages.\
(A) Differentially expressed proteins between E13.5 and E15.5. (B) Differentially expressed proteins between E13.5 and P1. Protein expression value was used to represent the individual protein expression and was used in the hierarchical analysis.](pone.0125608.g002){#pone.0125608.g002}

Functional pathways of cortical proteins detected by proteomics {#sec010}
---------------------------------------------------------------

We next analyzed functions of detected proteins by proteomics in cortices of three different developing stages using DAVID \[[@pone.0125608.ref018],[@pone.0125608.ref019]\]. Proteins related to translation and metabolic process were enriched among all three stages as detected by Gene Ontology (GO) analyses. Moreover, proteins involved in cellular macromolecular complex assembly were enriched in cortices of E13.5 and E15.5, while proteins functioning in polymerization and microtubule-based process were highly detected in P1 cortices ([Fig 3](#pone.0125608.g003){ref-type="fig"} and [S3 Table](#pone.0125608.s005){ref-type="supplementary-material"}).

![Gene Ontology (GO) biological process analyses for proteins expressed in cortices at E13.5 (A), E15.5 (B), and P1 (C).\
The default setting for Database for Annotation, Visualization and Integrated Discovery (DAVID) was used to perform the analysis. Only top 10 enriched terms were shown in the pie chart.](pone.0125608.g003){#pone.0125608.g003}

We further categorized functions of differentially expressed proteins through DAVID GO and canonical KEGG pathway analyses \[[@pone.0125608.ref020],[@pone.0125608.ref021]\]. Similar to the overall protein functional grouping, differentially expressed proteins involved in macromolecular complex organization and microtubule formation showed enriched expression in cortices of E13.5 and E15.5 ([Fig 4](#pone.0125608.g004){ref-type="fig"} and [S4 Table](#pone.0125608.s006){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). A few proteins that regulate the cell cycle and metabolism were also detected, suggesting important developing events at E13.5 and E15.5 ([S4](#pone.0125608.s006){ref-type="supplementary-material"}--[S6](#pone.0125608.s008){ref-type="supplementary-material"} Tables). CDK2, PCNA and 14-3-3 isoforms were identified in the cell cycle pathway, among differentially expressed proteins in cortices between E13.5 and E15.5; and PCNA and 14-3-3 isoforms were identified in cortices between P1 and E13.5 ([S2 Fig](#pone.0125608.s002){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Interestingly, proteins regulating the gap junction, such as isoforms of α- and β-tubulins, were detected among differentially expressed proteins using the KEGG pathway analysis ([S6 Table](#pone.0125608.s008){ref-type="supplementary-material"}).

![Analyses of biological process (A), molecular function (B), and cellular component (C) for proteins differentially expressed in cortices between E13.5 and E15.5.\
The default setting for Database for Annotation, Visualization and Integrated Discovery (DAVID) was used to perform the analysis. Only top 10 enriched terms were shown in the pie chart.](pone.0125608.g004){#pone.0125608.g004}

Furthermore, to illustrate functions of differentially expressed proteins detected at three stages (detailed expression levels of these proteins were shown in [S2 Table](#pone.0125608.s004){ref-type="supplementary-material"}), we selected 24 proteins and manually searched the PubMed database to explore their roles in the nervous system ([Table 1](#pone.0125608.t001){ref-type="table"}). Functions of these proteins suggest that proteomics has identified proteins involved in important biological events during cortical development. For example, Flna (filamin A) was detected to show high expression in E13.5 cortices ([S2 Table](#pone.0125608.s004){ref-type="supplementary-material"}), and Flna was reported to regulate neural progenitor proliferation and cortical size \[[@pone.0125608.ref022]\]. TUBB3 (tubulin β-3 chain, also called Tuj1) showed increased expression during cortical development ([S2 Table](#pone.0125608.s004){ref-type="supplementary-material"}), and was shown to play a critical role in proper axon guidance and maintenance \[[@pone.0125608.ref023]\]. Nefm (neurofilament medium polypeptide) was detected in the P1 cortex ([S2 Table](#pone.0125608.s004){ref-type="supplementary-material"}), and was reported to play a role in intracellular transport to axons and dendrites \[[@pone.0125608.ref024]\]. Thus, our proteomic analysis has identified differentially expressed proteins involved in multiple functions in the developing cortex.

10.1371/journal.pone.0125608.t001

###### Proteins differentially expressed during the cortical development and their potential functions in the nervous system.

![](pone.0125608.t001){#pone.0125608.t001g}

  Gene Symbol   Gene name                                                                                                             Function in the nervous system
  ------------- --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Flna          Filamin A                                                                                                             Regulate neural progenitor proliferation and cortical size \[[@pone.0125608.ref022]\]
  Cdk2          Cell division protein kinase 2                                                                                        Cdk2 is critical for proliferation and self-renewal of neural progenitor cells in the adult subventricular zone \[[@pone.0125608.ref031]\]
  Pcna          Proliferating cell nuclear antigen                                                                                    Proliferation marker \[[@pone.0125608.ref032]\]
  Tubb2b        Tubulin beta-2B chain                                                                                                 Mutation in the β-tubulin gene TUBB2B associated with complex malformation of cortical development and deficits in axonal guidance \[[@pone.0125608.ref033]\]
  Ywhae         Tyrosine 3-monooxygenase/tryptophan 5-monooxygenase activation protein, epsilon polypeptide; 14-3-3 protein epsilon   Deletion of YWHAE is found in a patient with periventricular heterotopias and pronounced corpus callosum hypoplasia \[[@pone.0125608.ref034]\]
  Tubb3         Tubulin beta-3 chain                                                                                                  TUBB3 plays a critical role in proper axon guidance and maintenance \[[@pone.0125608.ref023]\]
  Tubb1         Tubulin, beta 1                                                                                                       Neurogenesis \[[@pone.0125608.ref035]\]
  Tuba1a        Tubulin alpha-1A chain                                                                                                Neural-specific α-tubulin isoform whose expression is restricted to the developing and regenerating nervous system \[[@pone.0125608.ref036]\]
  Tubb5         Tubulin beta-5 chain                                                                                                  TUBB5 and its disease-associated mutations influence the terminal differentiation and dendritic spine densities of cerebral cortical neurons; mutations in the *TUBB5* cause microcephaly with structural brain abnormalities; deficient mice exhibit schizophrenic behaviors \[[@pone.0125608.ref037],[@pone.0125608.ref038]\]
  Tuba8         Tubulin alpha-8 chain                                                                                                 Mutation of the variant alpha-tubulin TUBA8 results in polymicrogyria with optic nerve hypoplasia \[[@pone.0125608.ref039]\]
  Ywhag         14-3-3 protein gamma                                                                                                  Downregulated in the schizophrenic cortex \[[@pone.0125608.ref040],[@pone.0125608.ref041]\]
  Ywhaz         14-3-3 protein zeta/delta                                                                                             Knockout mice exhibit schizophrenic behaviors \[[@pone.0125608.ref042]\]
  Tnc           Isoform 1 of Tenascin precursor                                                                                       Neural stem/progenitor cells express 20 tenascin C isoforms that are differentially regulated by Pax6 \[[@pone.0125608.ref043]\]
  Tubb2a        Tubulin beta-2A chain                                                                                                 De novo mutations in the beta-tubulin gene TUBB2A cause simplified gyral patterning and infantile-onset epilepsy \[[@pone.0125608.ref044]\]
  Psat1         Phosphoserine aminotransferase                                                                                        PSAT1 may be implicated in altered serine metabolism and schizophrenia spectrum conditions \[[@pone.0125608.ref045]\]
  Crmp1         Dihydropyrimidinase-related protein 1                                                                                 Collapsin response mediator protein 1 mediates reelin signaling in cortical neuronal migration \[[@pone.0125608.ref046]\]
  Nedd4         E3 ubiquitin-protein ligase                                                                                           E3 ligase Nedd4 promotes axon branching by downregulating PTEN \[[@pone.0125608.ref047]\]
  Dpysl5        Dihydropyrimidinase-related protein 5                                                                                 This gene encodes a member of the CRMP (collapsing response mediator protein) family thought to be involved in neural development \[[@pone.0125608.ref048]\]
  Nefm          Neurofilament medium polypeptide                                                                                      Neurofilaments comprise the axoskeleton and functionally maintain neuronal caliber. They may also play a role in intracellular transport to axons and dendrites \[[@pone.0125608.ref024]\]
  Dpysl2        Dihydropyrimidinase-related protein 2                                                                                 Promotes microtubule assembly and is required for Sema3A-mediated growth cone collapse, and also plays a role in synaptic signaling through interactions with calcium channels \[[@pone.0125608.ref049],[@pone.0125608.ref050]\]
  Hba-a2        hemoglobin alpha, adult chain 2                                                                                       Hemoglobin chains are expressed in neurons and are regulated by treatments that affect mitochondria, opening up the possibility that they may play a novel role in neuronal function and response to injury \[[@pone.0125608.ref051]\]
  Eef2          Elongation factor 2                                                                                                   As a biochemical sensor coupling miniature synaptic transmission to local protein synthesis \[[@pone.0125608.ref052]\]
  Cacna1c       calcium channel, voltage-dependent, L type, alpha 1C subunit                                                          Forebrain elimination of cacna1c mediates anxiety-like behavior in mice \[[@pone.0125608.ref053]\]
  Eef1a2        Elongation factor 1-alpha 2                                                                                           De novo EEF1A2 mutations in patients with characteristic facial features, intellectual disability, autistic behaviors and epilepsy \[[@pone.0125608.ref054]\]

Functional networks of differentially expressed proteins in developing cortices {#sec011}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

We next analyzed protein-protein interactions among differentially expressed proteins at three developing stages using STRING \[[@pone.0125608.ref025]\]. The differentially expressed proteins in cortices between E13.5 and E15.5 were detected to form three major clusters, which include 1) microtubule (α- and β-tubulin proteins Tubas and Tubbs, and others), and cell cycle (CDK2 and PCNA), 2) 14-3-3 (Ywhae, Ywhag, and Ywhaz) and 3) ribosome (ribosomal proteins Rps4x, Rpx4y2, and Rpl14). Hemoglobins (Hba-x and Hbb-bh0) and keratins (Krt75 and Krt79) were coupled in their own categories, and other identified proteins such as Aldoart2 and Hsp90ab1 were not incorporated into any sub-network ([Fig 5](#pone.0125608.g005){ref-type="fig"}).

![Functional protein association network of differentially expressed proteins in cortices at E13.5 and E15.5.\
Different line colors represent the types of evidence for the association: green, neighborhood; red, gene fusion; blue, co-occurrence; black, co-expression; purple, experiments; turquoise, database; yellow, text mining; and aqua, homology. The default setting for SPRING 9.1 was used to perform the analysis.](pone.0125608.g005){#pone.0125608.g005}

The differentially expressed proteins in cortices between E13.5 and P1 were observed to form two major clusters, which include 1) microtubule (Tubas and Tubbs), metabolism (Dpysl2, Dpysl3, Dpysl5, Crmp1 and others), and axonal development (Crmp1, Dpysl5, and Tnc), and 2) keratins (Krts) ([Fig 6](#pone.0125608.g006){ref-type="fig"}). Another small group of metabolism proteins (Psma3 and Psmb3) was coupled but some other proteins such as Pcbp3 and Cacna1c were not connected to any sub-network ([Fig 6](#pone.0125608.g006){ref-type="fig"}). These protein networks suggest that multiple proteins function cohesively in order to control a biological event such as metabolism in the developing cortex.

![Functional protein association network of differentially expressed proteins in cortices at E13.5 and P1.\
Different line colors represent the types of evidence for the association: green, neighborhood; red, gene fusion; blue, co-occurrence; black, co-expression; purple, experiments; turquoise, database; yellow, text mining; and aqua, homology. The default setting for SPRING 9.1 was used to perform the analysis.](pone.0125608.g006){#pone.0125608.g006}

Discussion {#sec012}
==========

Proper development of the cerebral cortex requires precise protein expression regulation. To explore the protein expression signature in developing mouse cortices, we performed proteomic analysis on cortices of E13.5, E15.5 and P1 mice. Our results have shown protein expression profiles that mostly reflect important biological processes during cortical development. Differentially expressed proteins identified using proteomics can be used for further functional analyses.

Several studies have investigated protein expression in the brain. An early report resolved brain cytosol polymorphic proteins using the two-dimensional electrophoresis (2-DE) technology \[[@pone.0125608.ref011]\]. To increase the proteome coverage, a study examined proteomes of the adult mouse whole brain using combined global proteomic analysis and cysteinyl-peptide enrichment \[[@pone.0125608.ref012]\]. The proteome between neonatal and adult brains has been compared by using the 2-DE matrix-assisted laser desorption-mass spectrometry (MALDI)-time-of-flight (TOF)/TOF \[[@pone.0125608.ref013]\]. However, protein expression profiles of embryonic brains are not well understood. Furthermore, proteomes of several brain regions, including hippocampus, parietal cortex and cerebellum, from human adult brain samples have been analyzed by the isobaric tag for relative and absolute quantitation (iTRAQ)-based two-dimensional liquid chromatography coupled with tandem mass spectrometry (2D-LC-MS/MS). Using this strategy, reduced ubiquitin proteosome degradation system was identified as one of the causative factors for Alzheimer's disease \[[@pone.0125608.ref014]\]. Region specific proteome from the adult mouse brain also was studied using the 2-DE-MALDI-TOF-MS technology \[[@pone.0125608.ref015]\]. Proteomes of whole brains from the embryonic stage and postnatal stage of Down syndrome model mice and wild type mice were compared using a 2-DE approach \[[@pone.0125608.ref016]\]. Until now, proteomes of the developing mouse brains, particularly the cerebral cortex, have not been thoroughly examined. Our study here has generated and compared protein expression profiles in mouse cortices at E13.5, E15.5 and P1.

In this study, we normalized and log2 transformed the proteomic data to make results from each sample comparable and the comparisons reliable. We detected a high number of proteins that are found in cortices of all three stages. A profile of such proteins suggests conserved functions that may maintain proper development in the cortex. For example, proteins regulating translation (Eif4a2, Rps5, and Rpl8) and metabolic process (Aldoc, Gapdhs, and Pgk2) have been identified with enriched expression in cortices at three stages. These results suggest that proper formation of the developing cortex requires active protein synthesis and metabolism as basic biology features. The higher ratio of differentially expressed proteins in cortices of E13.5 and P1 (3.5%) than that in cortices of E13.5 and E15.5 (2%) indicate that protein expression signatures in embryonic cortices are similar. These signatures reflect distinct developmental processes in cortices at embryonic and postnatal stages.

Functional pathway analyses have identified differential expression of proteins that regulate microtubule organization, cell communication (gap junction) and cell cycle in cortices at E13.5 and E15.5. For example, Cdk2 is an important cell cycle regulator that is essential for G1/S phase transition \[[@pone.0125608.ref026],[@pone.0125608.ref027]\]. 14-4-3 isoforms bind to a wide spectrum of signal proteins, such as kinases, phosphatases and transmembrane receptors, and have been shown to regulate cell proliferation by interacting with the PI3 kinase and the FGF signaling \[[@pone.0125608.ref028]--[@pone.0125608.ref030]\]. Enriched expression of these proteins in the cortex indicates important embryonic stages of expansion of the progenitor pool through regulating the cell cycle. Furthermore, the STRING network analysis has identified interaction networks among differentially expressed proteins. For example, we have found that tubulin (Tubas and Tubbs), and keratin (Krts) isoforms form interactions, and 14-3-3 (Ywhae, Ywhag, and Ywhaz) are also connected to each other in the network. These network interactions will help further understand how various proteins function cohesively in controlling cortical development.

Our study has identified a group of proteins that are highly expressed in the mouse cortex at different developmental stages. We have revealed potential functions and crucial pathways of differentially expressed proteins in the cortex. Our study has provided evidences from proteome level to understand molecular mechanisms underlying cortical development. Further experimental studies should demonstrate protein interaction network in controlling proper formation of the cortex.

Supporting Information {#sec013}
======================

###### Hierarchical clustering for the developing cerebral cortexes.

The mean of each protein expression value was calculated. Each protein expressed in the cortex at each stage was calculated and used to perform hierarchical clustering analysis.

(TIF)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### Analyses of biological process (A), molecular function (B), and cellular component (C) for proteins differentially expressed in cortices between E13.5 and P1.

The default setting for Database for Annotation, Visualization and Integrated Discovery (DAVID) was used to perform the analysis. Only top 10 enriched terms were shown in the pie chart.

(TIF)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### Proteins expressed in mouse cerebral cortices at E13.5, E15.5 and P1 identified using tandem mass spectrometry (MS/MS).

(XLSX)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### Differentially expressed proteins identified in cortices between E13.5 and E15.5, and E13.5 and P1.

(XLSX)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### Gene Ontology (GO) biological process analyses of proteins expressed in cortices of E13.5, E15.5 and P1 mice.

(XLSX)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### Gene Ontology (GO) analyses of proteins differentially expressed in cortices between E13.5 and E15.5 mice.

(XLSX)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### Gene Ontology (GO) analyses of proteins differentially expressed in cortices between E13.5 and P1 mice.

(XLSX)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.

###### KEGG pathway analyses of proteins differentially expressed between E13.5 and E15.5, and E13.5 and P1 mice.

(XLSX)

###### 

Click here for additional data file.
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